
COMMUNION MEDITATION FOR the NEW YEAR

LdPK\ BACK, AND LOOK AHEAD

I. Cor. 11; 26. "For as often as ye eat this bread and drink this cupt .ye do
show the Lord* s death till he come.

"

We are beginning this New Year in the church with the Lord* s

Supper, which is the gospel made visible, just as preaching is the gospel made
audible. And the beginning of the year is a good time for it, for the sacra-
ment of the Lord* s Supper and the celebration of the New Year have this much at
least in common: they are both of them times for looking back, and times for
looking ahead. But there is a world of difference between New Year* s and the
Lord* s Supper in what we look at, and how Iwe look at it.

On New Year* s Day we look at ourselves, and the look is tinged with
a curious mixture of dismay and optimism. At the Lord* s Supper we look at our-
selves too, but with a difference, as we shall see. The reason for this mix-
ture of dismay and optimism at New Year's is that the end of the year brings
with it thoughts of all the opportunities lost, all the failure^ the memories
of what might have been in 1965. But bubbling through it is an incurable,
unreasonable, optimism. 1965 is gone, and 1966 is here, and we shrug off our
regrets and say once more, "This time I have learned my lesson. Next year is
going to be different."

Is it really going to be so different? I very much doubt it—unless
yo\^ are relying on something a good deal more solid than New Year resolutions
and optimism. I am afraid that as far as most human beings are concerned the
New Year will be just another chapter in the same old story. And if this
sounds too pessimistic and cynical about human nature, let me remind you of
what the distinguished professor of modern history at Cambridge University
says after a lifetime of studying the human race. "Faith in human nature,

"

he writes, —to the historian at least, "is the most modern, but the most
dangerous of heresies.

"

Today' s realists have long outgrpwn the comfortable 19th century
notion of the inevitability of^’progress/wMch made men feel every January first
that the coming year must certainly, somehow, be a little better than the year
that was past. Now even some of the wisest and most respected of men wonder
out loud whether the world will even last another year, a^d with ^
roaafs optimism gone, New Year* s has become a day when men look back with
regret, and ±fair forward with fear.

Did you read the account in this week's papers of how one of Japan's
largest mass- circulation magazines looks ahead into 1966 for its readers. ItMs <<

featur-e^is- the story oft the most dreaded event of the'&efr Year, and It begins
aazApzzl imaginatively on April 20, 1966. Early in the morning tim press
flashes to the world the news that 10 regiments of North Vietnam regulars have
moved into South Vietnam through Laos andQambodia. The U.S. rushes to blockade
Haiphong. F4B Phantom jets of the U.S. 7th Fleet tangle with MIG 21s over
Hainan. People' s Volunteers from Red China pour into North Vietnam, and South

Vietnam forces respond by crossing the 17th parallel. Taiwan invades the
mainland. The Communists take Quemoy and Matsu. And at last, what all the

world feared comes true and the war turns nuclear when a one-megaton nuclear
missile from an American Polaris sub wipes out the Chinese nuclear plant at

Lanchow.
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v \j There is your Happy New Year for 1966 according to the secular
press. But suppose we begin the New Year differently. ^Suppose we begin :

pa as Christians with the sacrament of the Lord's Supper. Then, too, we
will look back and look ahead. But with a great difference.

Lord's death...” That is the looking back. Not at ourselves and our
failures, but at Jesus Christ, rather, and at what he has done. It may
seem at first to be a look back at failure. We are remembering his death, " .

v

and what is death tut final failure. "Death is the sacrament of sin,” says
John Whale, "because it is the effective sign of opportunities gone forever."
Tkf Ju/^nmun.

call it communion, and communion is for the living. The Lord1 s Supper
looks back at a death which was no failure at all, but victory, and the

out wine for the blood that was shed— and call it communion, is the confess-
ion of our faith that Jesus who died rose again, and ever lives, and comes
again.

often as ye eat this bread and drink this cup ye do show the Lord* s death-
till He come. ” This is the looking ahead. And just as in looking back

the Christian need not look only at his failures but also at Christ* s

atoning victory, so also when the Christian looks ahead in the Lord's Sup-

per he loses today' s all-prevalent, ^paralyzing fear of impending disaster,

for he moves ahead into the future with Christ, and he looks ahead to

Christ. "Till he come".

by King George VI. "I said to a man who stood at the gate of the year:

Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown. And he replied:

Go out into the darkness and put your hand into the hand of God. That

shall be to you better than a light, and safer than a known way."

God. "..till He comes", the service says. We do not know when or how.

But as the World Council of Churches, meeting at Evangton ten years ago,

put it, "We do not know what is coming to us. But we know who is coming.

It is He who meets us every day (who meets us here around this table),y

and who will meet us at the encU-Jesus Christ our Lord".

(f^X jxtf ,

So come now to His Table, and go with Him without fear into the

New Year. "For as often as you eat this bread, and drink this cup you do

show the Lord' s death, till He come.

"

"As often as ye eat this bread and drink this cup ye do show the

But the Lord* s Supper is more than a memorial to the dead. We

beginning of forgiveness for all our failures. That we can gather here in
the face of these signs of death—broken bread for a broken body, and poured

The words of the Institution do not end with his death. "As

There is a parallel here to the New Year' s greeting made famous

Here in the Lord* s Supper, at the beginning of the year, we

put our hands into the hand of God. For this is communion.

And here we look into the future, beyond the rise and fall of

man' s hopes and fears, into the hidden mysteries and the sure promises of


